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Minerva Fellowship
The Minerva Fellowship is program unique to Union
College that provides recent graduates the opportunity to
work abroad for 9 months, partnering with organizations
focused on humanitarian aid, community engagement and
social entrepreneurship. It equips these graduates with
the ability to address global challenges such as poverty,
climate change, health care, and education and approach
life with critical insight, compassion, and respect.
There has been a Minerva Fellowship in South Africa for
the past 12 years through a partnership with The Gift of
Hope USA. Previously in Durban, the fellowship is in its 6th
year at Witkoppen Clinic in Johannesburg.

South Africa Demographics

The Gift of Hope

Witkoppen Clinic is a South African nonprofit organization
providing high quality and high impact comprehensive primary
healthcare and social welfare services to impoverished residents
of informal settlements. These townships are heavily populated,
and many homes lack electricity and running water. The clinic
has been serving the communities of northern Johannesburg
since 1946.
Consultation fees cost 70 ZAR ($4.75 USD). If patients cannot
afford to pay, the clinic covers their fee. Currently, 11% of
patients receive no payment vouchers from Witkoppen. The
clinic provides high quality holistic care to all patients and
requires only their name, birthday, and fingerprint to open a file
irrespective of citizenship. Witkoppen receives ~350-400 a day.

Departments and Services:

There are two main Gift of Hope programs that operate through
the postnatal and paediatric clinics at Witkoppen:
• Sponsor a Mother and Child
• covers the financial burden of a mother and child who are HIV
positive to ensure they return to the clinic and receive the
care they need. Currently, 224 children and 140 mothers are
active in the program.
• A FRESH Start- a Future Realized Through Education, Support,
and Healthcare
• Comprehensive program for moms and babies 0-18 months of
age. They are seen by a nurse, social worker, and dietician.
These are joint appts to check in on both the mother and
child’s health –physically, emotionally, and socially.
• From 2015-2019 there have been 35,000 baby visits, with
6,783 in 2019 alone

Witkoppen Clinic,
Johannesburg

Population: 59 mil
Pop of Gauteng province (circled): 15 mil
Pop of Johannesburg: 5 mil
Languages (11): Afrikaans, English, Zulu, Xhosa, Venda,
Sotho, Tswana, Tsonga, Sepedi, Swati, Ndebele
Ethnic groups: Black African: 80.2%, White: 8.4%,
Coloured: 8.8%, Indian/Asian: 2.5%
Life Expectancy: 63 years
Religion: Christian (82%)
% of pop living below poverty line: 45%

Involvement

HIV/AIDS in South Africa
South Africa has the biggest HIV epidemic in the world, with 7.97 million
people living with HIV, which is 13.5% of the population. Of that 7.97 million,
women and children are affected disproportionately, with 4.8 million being
women and 260,000 children under 15. When looking at childbearing age,
19% of South African women 15-49 are living with HIV. New HIV infections
among young women aged 15–24 years were more than double those in
young men (69,000 vs 25,000).

The Gift of Hope is a nonprofit organization dedicated to caring for
women and children in South Africa living with and affected by HIV,
providing them with a holistic range of health care services
including: HIV testing, treatment, care, education and psychosocial
support services. With projects that fill critical gaps in the
healthcare within the communities of Johannesburg, The Gift of
Hope strives to ensure that all women and children have access to
high quality comprehensive health care, regardless of financial
ability. The organization was started in 2006 by Lauren Cohen (‘78) .

HIV prevalence in
sub-Saharan Africa
in adults 15-49

• Gift of Hope liaison
• Health education at the clinic and through Community
Outreach days
• Writing success stories, reports, and the biweekly Witkoppen
Times clinic wide newsletter
• Mobile Clinic- bringing medical care to the people
• Dietician Services- dietary advising, distribution of food
parcels and nutritional supplements to food insecure families
or those suffering from malnutrition
• Postnatal depression support group- provides women a safe
space to discuss common struggles and improve their mental
health through guided sessions
• Social Services- distributing food to hundreds of children in
the community
• Advocacy- partnered with Mental Health Clinic to develop
programming for health awareness days and months, such as
16 Days of Activism against Gender Based Violence

Reflections
Working at Witkoppen Clinic not only taught me the
challenges of working on the front lines of the HIV
epidemic, it also provided insight into South Africa’s race,
gender and socioeconomic dynamics. My skin color may
have made me a physical minority in the communities I
was working in, but it still granted me privileges that were
grounded in racial inequality. These were difficult to
navigate at first, but ultimately It made me much more
aware of what constitutes my identity, and what aspects
of it I had taken for granted.
To become engaged in a community, it’s imperative to join
from the bottom, humbled and open to learning, rather
than coming in from the top thinking you deserve the
most respect or have the most knowledge. It
wasn’t fair for me to use a first world lens on a third world
community to deduce difference, to create an us and
them. Becoming a global citizen meant ridding myself of
preconceived notions, recognizing my privilege and
investing in the wellbeing of the people I served. I greatly
enjoyed becoming part of these communities and
immersing myself in the culture. By the end of my
journey, I felt I had become a part of the community.
I am returning to the United States with renewed purpose.
With degrees in neuroscience and women’s studies, this
was a wonderful opportunity to explore health care with a
special focus on women’s issues. Because of my time at
Witkoppen Clinic and in South Africa, I have a better
understanding of global challenges and I want to focus my
neuroscience research on immunology, pursuing a career
in medical and biological advancement. More importantly,
this fellowship instilled in me a greater sense of service to
humanity, to continue to do good no matter where in the
world I may be.
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